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On July 11, the US government announced it had cancelled the entry visa of Colombian President
Ernesto Samper. The action brought angry reactions in Colombia and criticism from other Latin
American countries. Although the measure was followed by some unexpected changes in Samper's
Cabinet, there was little indication that the Colombian leader was any closer to resigning. US State
Department spokesperson Nicholas Burns announced the decision, saying the Colombian president
is not welcome in the US.
The State Department invoked a clause in the US Immigration and Naturalization Act that bars
entrance to anyone who has "assisted or abetted" drug trafficking. "By taking this step today, this
extraordinary step of declaring [Samper] ineligible to use a visa to come to the US, we are saying
we're extremely dissatisfied with the level of cooperation and with his personal commitment to the
drug war," Burns said. "That's a very strong statement. It's aimed directly at him."
Other US officials also emphasized that the decision was aimed specifically at the Colombian
president. "It is important to underline that our action in revoking the visa is directed at one person,
Ernesto Samper, who we believe has aided and favored drug traffickers," said Glyn Davies, another
State Department official. "This is not an action directed at the entire country."
Many analysts in Colombia agreed, saying the US action was an effort to personalize the conflict,
centering the problem on Samper and not on the country or the people in general. However, they
added that the measure could backfire and cause the Colombians to rally round the president to
oppose "Yanqui imperialism." Despite the US action, Samper is expected to visit New York in
September, when he is scheduled to address the UN General Assembly as head of the 113-member
Nonaligned Movement. The US revocation followed the decision by the Colombian House of
Representatives on June 12 to absolve Samper of charges that he had received millions of dollars
from the Cali drug cartel during his 1994 presidential campaign (see NotiSur, 06/21/96).
Washington called the Colombian decision to absolve Samper "a whitewash." However, US
displeasure with Samper has been evident for some time. Last March, President Bill Clinton
refused to certify that Colombia was "fully cooperating" with the US to combat international
drug trafficking, a certification required each year before certain foreign aid can be approved
(see NotiSur, 03/08/96). By singling out Colombia, the only Latin American country to be denied
certification, Washington put Samper on notice that the US would not ignore the mounting evidence
of his involvement with drug barons. Since that time, the US has revoked the visas of several
Colombian officials, including the former chief prosecutor and present Ambassador to Mexico,
Gustavo de Greiff, Attorney General Orlando Vasquez, and Comptroller General David Turbay,
all of whom the US accuses of being linked to the drug cartels. Although the March decertification
provided for possible economic sanctions, few have been imposed.
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Thus, denying Samper a visa allows the US to further express its displeasure with Samper without
imposing economic sanctions that would hurt the Colombian business community and likely
be opposed by US allies. One of the Clinton administration's major complaints appears to be
Colombia's refusal to extradite drug traffickers wanted in the US. Colombia banned extradition in
the 1991 Constitution. On June 26, US Attorney General Janet Reno asked for the extradition of four
Cali leaders, a request that Colombia denied.
Two days later, an internal memo was leaked from US Ambassador Myles Frechette in which he
called for actions to "isolate and weaken" Samper, and suggested cancellation of the president's
visa. "I must say that if what they tried to do by canceling my visa was 'isolate' me from my
government and the Colombian people following the instructions expressed in a memo that they
do not deny was sent from their ambassador in Bogota they were mistaken," said Samper. "Such
attitudes and the resulting tensions in the relations between the two countries have adversely
affected the cooperation that we have built during the last 15 years of working together, and the only
beneficiary is the common enemy, the drug cartels."
The US action renewed demands within Colombia that Samper voluntarily step down. However,
the Colombian president steadfastly refused, commenting that he does not need a US visa to govern
Colombia. And, a government communique called the US action unacceptable and interventionist.
"The government and the people of Colombia are outraged by this unilateral and interventionist
measure that ignores the depth of the struggle by the Colombian people against drug trafficking,"
said the statement. "It also ignores the constitutional provisions by which the president of the
Republic is the symbol of national unity and sovereignty."
For the moment, however, Colombian officials say no retaliatory measures are in the works.
"That's just what the US is looking for," said one official. "It would justify worse US actions and
allow the blame to be placed on the president." Predictably, the US move also set off a wave of
nationalism and condemnations of US interference within Colombia, even from many of Samper's
critics. In addition, most of Colombia's Latin American neighbors have criticized the US, including
Chile and all the Central American countries who were meeting together when the US action was
announced. The 14-member Rio Group also expressed its opposition to the action. The decision
was criticized within the US as well. Some observers suggested that the Clinton administration had
become obsessed with deposing Samper and lost sight of the more important goal of curbing drug
trafficking. "It was a mistake from the beginning to switch from a policy of facts how much cocaine is
being intercepted to personalities," said Michael Skol, a longtime US envoy in the region who is now
a vice president with the Washington-based consulting group Diplomatic Resolutions. "That only
gets [Colombia] up in arms. It's a high-risk strategy."
Colombian economist Francisco Tumi, now working with the Woodrow Wilson Center in
Washington, DC, also questioned the effectiveness of such measures. Tumi, who studies the impact
of drugs on Andean economies, says the US action demonstrates that the Clinton administration
no longer finds Samper useful. "But to attack Samper doesn't lead anywhere," said Tumi. "It does
not contribute to resolving the deep crisis in Colombia, which is a political crisis." And the political
crisis is not diminishing. The US action set off a confrontation within Samper's administration
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between Interior Minister Horacio Serpa, one of Samper's most loyal supporters, and Vice President
Humberto de la Calle.
Following the announcement by the US, De la Calle, who has taken pains to distance himself from
the president during the drug scandal, warned that other measures could be in the works that would
further jeopardize bilateral relations between the US and Colombia and he called the reactions
by high Colombian officials who criticized the US "a mistake." Serpa then accused De la Calle of
not being loyal to Samper. Within days, De la Calle announced that he was resigning his post as
ambassador to Spain, saying he wanted to return to the country to help resolve one of its worst
political crises in history. "I have taken the decision to leave the embassy in Madrid to collaborate
more closely in the resolution of the diverse and serious problems troubling Colombia," read his
letter of resignation. What remains unclear is whether he will support or oppose Samper when he
returns.
In addition, another shake-up occurred when Samper's foreign minister, Rodrigo Pardo, resigned
and was replaced by Education Minister Maria Emma Mejia. Pardo has been named in the ongoing
investigation into the role of drug money in Samper's campaign and the exoneration of the
president does not end that investigation. Mejia says she will make improving relations with the
US her priority. (Sources: New York Times, 07/11/96, 07/12/96; The Miami Herald, 07/12/96; Agence
France-Presse, 07/11/96, 07/12/96, 07/14/96; Reuter, 07/11/96, 07/12/96, 07/14/96, 07/15/95; Spanish
news service EFE, 07/16/96)
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